Phytomonas and other trypanosomatid parasites of plants and fruit.
Trypanosomatid parasites are fairly common in the latex, phloem, fruit sap, seed albumen, and even in the nectar, of many plant families. They are transmitted to the plants in the saliva of phytophagous hemipterous bugs (Insecta). Morphologically, plant trypanosomatids have no special characteristic, except perhaps a very twisted cell body. Most occur in plants as promastigotes and a few as choanomastigotes. It is still controversial whether or not they are pathogenic in lactiferous plants or fruit, but it is certain that the phloem parasites are pathogenic in coconut palms and coffee bushes. In these plants, they cause lethal diseases responsible for the destruction of many plantations in Central and South America, but fortunately nowhere else in the world. Probably more than one genus of Trypanosomatidae is represented among the plant parasites. The most important is certainly Phytomonas, but Leptomonas, Crithidia and Herpetomonas may also be present. The distinction between them is difficult and only recently have molecular markers become available to help in their identification. At present, Phytomonas can be identified by DNA hybridization with a specific probe (SL3') complementary to a sequence of the mini-exon or spliced leader gene. The development of a polymerase chain reaction coupled to SL3' hybridization has facilitated the detection of Phytomonas in plants. The phylogeny of Phytomonas is still being worked out. For the moment it can only be said that the genus is very close to Herpetomonas.